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Judy Allen writes, ‘Every place has its own spirit, and places with powerful spirits have always spoken to the human imagination — people respond by planting sacred groves, building shrines, setting up standing stones — or creating stories. I was born at Old Sarum, near Stone-henge, and I’ve always hoped I drew in something special with my first breath. And anyway, the bedrock beneath the most modern town is made from ancient stardust.’
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INTRODUCTION

I wrote The Spring on the Mountain as an experiment, just for my own interest. I wanted to know if it was possible to create a fantasy that had drama and tension but no evil force.

The idea of the struggle between good and evil inspires wonderful stories, but in real life – and I do like to mix real life with my fantasies – I think it’s extraordinarily rare to find anyone who is either wholly good or wholly bad.

Some kind of conflict is necessary to make a book exciting – but conflict doesn’t have to involve the clash of swords or a battle between something malevolent and an honourable opponent. It can come from misunderstandings, ignorance, confusion, honest mistakes … and all or any of those can lead to real danger.

Having decided on that approach, I think I added everything I was interested in at the time. I had read quite a bit about ley lines – an apparent system of straight tracks all over Britain linking sacred sites, stone circles, hilltop cairns etc. Whether they were traders’ routes, spiritual pathways or lines of earth energy was never clear, but they did seem to exist so I set the story near a mountain with a straight track to the summit, where a very special spring could sometimes be found …

Then – I’d always wondered what would happen if a straight line of powerful earth energy was forced, in some way, to turn a corner … So I put that in, too.

The idea of the Rainrock came from a rocky outcrop called The Greystone on the South Devon coastal path. I had passed and visited it several times and it seemed to me to be one of those bridges between the worlds of fantasy and reality, managing to exist in both but not belong fully to either.

All sorts of other things went in that were swirling around in my head at the time. And when I’d got to the end, and had read and re-read it, and done all sorts of corrections and re-writes and cuts and edits, and then read it through for the last time – I decided to offer it to a publisher. (It wasn’t the first book I’d written, but I had known that none of the others were good enough to submit.) Four publishers turned it down – but the fifth took it – making it my first published book.

It was wonderful when it was accepted, of course, but it was also scary. For one thing I was suddenly afraid I’d put everything I had into it and so I would never be able to write anything else – fortunately I was wrong about that.

For another thing, I knew I would probably never again write with such a sense of freedom. It had been such a private, even secret, enterprise because I hadn’t expected to show it to anyone at all. Once it was published, though, I knew the publisher would want to see my next book – and I also knew that having tasted publication I would want to offer up anything else I wrote. So from then on part of the task was to try to re-create that earlier sense of privacy – to shed the idea that a publisher, an editor, even an agent were staring over my shoulder, reading and reacting to the words even before I’d managed to get them more or less how I wanted them.

And I think that’s all I can say about The Spring on the Mountain without giving too much away.



Judy Allen, 2014


ONE

Mrs Myer returned almost at once to the kitchen where her husband was slowly and methodically scraping the mud off his boots on to a sheet of newspaper.

‘I have never,’ said Mrs Myer, ‘known you to be so particular about mud.’ She sat down in the chair opposite him as if she was exhausted.

Mr Myer stopped scraping. ‘What? Have you given up already?’

‘It’s your turn. I’m not getting anywhere. I’ve never been so tired. I’d rather plough a field before breakfast than try and drag a word out of those three.’

‘I wouldn’t be much use,’ said Mr Myer complacently, resuming his scraping. ‘I’m just a gruff old countryman. What could I say to three little tongue-tied townies?’

Mr Myer had recently retired from his city job to live a peaceful life in a large cottage in a high moorland valley. There was an excellent view, in good weather, of the mountain that rose to the east and, from the top windows or from any patch of high land in the valley, a picturesque seascape to the west. Enough to warm the heart of anyone wanting to get back to nature. To fill their more practical needs the Myers had a large vegetable garden, which would probably produce more food when they understood it better.

‘You could tell them the old woman wants to meet them,’ offered Mr Myer.

‘I don’t want to deliver them up to her yet. Let’s at least try and entertain them ourselves for the first evening.’

There was a knock on the kitchen door and the girl, Emma, came in, carrying the teapot. ‘Could I put some more hot water in it?’ she said politely.

‘Of course,’ said Mrs Myer, leaping up and relighting the gas under the kettle. ‘You go back to the others and I’ll bring it to you.’

Emma hesitated. ‘I’m sorry if we’re a bit difficult,’ she said.

‘Not at all,’ said Mrs Myer. She liked Emma the best. Michael looked aloof and bored and Peter appeared to be present in body only. But Emma, with her round pink face and shining mousy hair, looked healthy and solid and friendly. And besides, she reminded Mrs Myer of her mother.

‘It’s a very nice place,’ Emma went on helpfully. ‘It’s just that we’ve got to make friends with each other.’

Mrs Myer allowed herself to be comforted. ‘I expect you’re all just tired after your journeys,’ she said.

‘Yes, that’ll be it,’ said Emma. ‘We’ll get used to each other. And it’s only for a week, after all.’

Mrs Myer felt a wave of affection for Emma and her determination. ‘It’s partly our fault,’ she said. ‘We just took the first three who answered the advertisement. We didn’t try to match up your interests or anything. And in a week you’ll be gone and we’ll have three more and it was silly of me to think that the first day or so would be anything but – difficult.’

‘People are coming right on into the winter, then?’ said Emma, obviously reluctant to return to the silent sitting-room.

‘Well, we’re leaving the advertisement in the magazine. If people want to send children in the winter, that’s up to them. It needn’t always be for holidays, you see, like you three; sometimes it might be for convalescence. The air here is very good.’

The teapot was refilled and Mrs Myer shepherded Emma back into the front room. Michael was sitting at the tea table, gazing morosely into his empty cup. Peter had quite obviously been inspecting the room and had got as far as the mantelpiece where one or two rather unusual ornaments flanked a small, square-faced, modern clock. For a moment, as Mrs Myer came in at the door, he looked as if he was going to pretend he had just been warming his hands at the fire, but she smiled at him and he relaxed slightly.

‘What’s this?’ he said.

On the corner of the mantelpiece stood a glass globe, the size of a grapefruit, mounted on a dark piece of stone.

‘A fisherman’s float,’ said Mrs Myer. ‘For the nets.’

‘It looks like a crystal ball.’

‘I suppose it does. No, it’s just a fisherman’s float. You sometimes find them down on the beach. That’s probably some sort of local rock it’s stuck to, but I don’t really know.’

‘Did you find it?’ said Peter.

‘No, it came with the cottage. We rent it partly furnished and quite a lot of the ornaments and pictures came with it.’

‘Isn’t that annoying?’ said Emma. ‘Other people’s things?’

‘They fit in quite well. We didn’t bring much with us from London – it wasn’t suitable.’

Mrs Myer filled the teacups, and Peter came back to the table and sat down. All three children refused a second piece of cake and silence fell once more. Mrs Myer, who had pictured herself cooking vast meals for eternally hungry and lively twelve-year-olds, sighed and accepted the responsibility of filling the silence. She decided not to fire any more questions at them about their best subjects at school and their hobbies – so that they had to defend their privacy all the time – but to tell them things. So she told them about her problems; about the reason she had put the advertisement in the magazine, which was largely financial but partly because she was lonely; and about the pleasure she had felt when three families had decided to board their children out so near the end of the holidays. She told them about how Mr Myer so enjoyed pottering in the garden that he refused to make any decisions at all, about anything, other than when to plant sprouts – and it had to be admitted that he was usually wrong about that; and about the strange feeling she had that the villagers were going to watch the pair of them very closely for at least two years before they decided whether or not to put warmth into their ‘good mornings’.

The September dusk began to seep out of shadowy corners in the garden and Peter, suddenly animated, asked if they could take a walk before it got too dark. Mrs Myer saw them to the front door and left them to it.

They didn’t go far because dusk was short. They simply walked for a few hundred metres in each direction. Turning right out of the gate, they followed the lane between high hedges to the bend, past which it went down to the village itself. When they turned to face the opposite direction they saw that the lane seemed to point right at the mountain, although it disappeared every now and then as the moor undulated. There were two or three cottages not far beyond the Myers’, but the rest of the valley, in the direction of the mountain, looked strangely empty to their town-bred eyes.

They walked as far as the farthest cottages. Michael looked at the windows as they passed, expecting to see the curtains twitching back into place, but there was no sign of curiosity at all. By now the mountain was looming very dimly.

‘I like that mountain,’ said Peter. ‘Do you suppose it’s possible to go up it?’

‘I’m sure it’s possible,’ said Michael.

‘I mean would it be possible for us? Right to the top?’

‘Well, which is the top?’ said Michael. It was a rambling mountain with several high points and it looked as if it probably spread east a very long way.

‘That is,’ said Peter, as if it was perfectly obvious, and he pointed at a peak that was perhaps marginally higher than the rest.

‘How can you be sure?’ said Michael, amused.

‘I just am. And anyway, look along this lane. It seems to point exactly to that peak.’

Emma shivered. ‘I don’t much like this inky black lane,’ she said. ‘Shall we go indoors again?’

They passed the cottages once more, and this time they were watched. In the window of the end one stood a tall figure. The cottage was set well back from the lane and the light from the room was behind the figure, so that it was not even possible for Michael to make out if it was a man or a woman. It made no attempt to move out of sight when he looked at it. Michael considered waving, lacked the courage, and ignored it.

‘We don’t all have to go up the mountain just because Peter wants to,’ he said, as they left the watching figure behind them.

Emma glanced over her shoulder at the dark bulk behind which stars were just beginning to appear. ‘I wouldn’t mind going up it on a nice day, if there was no fog and no danger. There’s probably a path. It doesn’t look very high.’

‘Oh it’s—’ said Peter, and then stopped.

‘It’s what?’ said Michael at last.

Peter shrugged. ‘I’m just glad it’s there,’ he said.

In the Myers’ sitting-room the table was cleared and there was an open fire burning in the hearth instead of the electric one which had been there when they had arrived. ‘I’m trying to do it all right,’ said Mrs Myer, beaming. She looked anxiously at Emma. ‘Do you think I ought to make chutney and jam and things like that?’

‘If you want to,’ said Emma.

‘Well, it’s all part of it, isn’t it?’ said Mrs Myer. ‘Unfortunately, one has such a clear idea of what one ought to do in the country. And it all involves very hard work, don’t you think?’

‘I wouldn’t try,’ said Michael. ‘You should employ rustic servants to do all these rustic things for you.’

‘My husband is fussing about in the greenhouse by candlelight,’ said Mrs Myer. ‘If one of you would like to go and fetch him we can all have a game of cards or something.’

Michael got up.

‘Go into the back garden,’ Mrs Myer told him, ‘and you’ll find him surrounded by moths right down at the far end.’

‘Is it possible to go up the mountain?’ said Emma, as Michael went out.

‘I think so,’ said Mrs Myer.

‘I mean, is it easy?’

‘The summer visitors seemed to go up it in ordinary shoes,’ said Mrs Myer. ‘And as far as I know they all came back. We’d have heard if one of them hadn’t, I’m sure.’

‘Are there legends?’ said Peter.

‘Oh yes. I haven’t really taken them in properly, though. I’m afraid I’ve been too busy currying favour with the natives and trying to find out if I’m expected to know how to make herb tea and all that sort of thing. That lane outside is supposed to be haunted, I do know that, down at the bend.’

‘But we’ve just been down there,’ said Emma.

‘Oh yes, dear, but it’s just one of those things. People get ideas. You know how it is. You never see anything yourself, and you never meet anybody who’s actually seen anything, either, though you’ll quite likely meet someone who’s cousin’s first wife’s brother’s best friend saw something.’

‘Even so,’ said Emma, ‘I don’t think I’d have gone there in the dusk if I’d known.’

‘And there’s an old convent at one end of the valley,’ went on Mrs Myer, ‘with a few strange stories attached to it, I gather. I think they all stem from the dissolution of the monasteries, or something, though it’s full of very respectable-looking nuns now. And there’s an old woman up the lane, who I imagine in the Middle Ages would have been the local witch. As a matter of fact, she’s our landlord. We rent this cottage from her.’

‘Nice!’ said Emma.

‘Oh, not “witch” in any evil sense. Sort of “old wise woman”, who would know which herb was the right antidote for which snake-bite. That sort of thing. She’s probably the person to ask if you’re interested in local legends. As soon as she heard we had young people coming to stay she said she’d like to meet you. And as it’s the first sign of friendship I’ve managed to get out of her, I confess I promised I’d send you over some time.’

Michael and Mr Myer came into the room.

‘So we’re all going to play cards,’ said Mr Myer, beaming in an avuncular fashion.

‘What about the mountain?’ said Peter.

‘The mountain?’ said Mr Myer, thinking Peter was addressing him. ‘Ah, well, I don’t like it.’

‘But it’s the main geographical feature around here,’ said Michael indignantly, as if that proved something.

‘Quite, quite,’ said Mr Myer.

‘You mean you think it’s sinister?’ suggested Emma.

‘No, no, no. It’s probably just that everyone is always talking about the mountain, directing one to other villages by the mountain, and discussing the weather on the mountain. Perhaps I’ve just got sick of it.’ He laughed. ‘Where are the cards?’

Mrs Myer went to the desk to get them.

‘Is there a legend about the mountain?’ Peter persisted.

‘Of course,’ said Mr Myer, accepting the pack and shuffling it confidently. ‘There’s a legend about every blade of grass in a place like this. Though I admit I don’t know the story properly. It’s supposed to be connected with the Holy Grail in some way. And there’s an idea that anyone who spends a night up there goes mad or dies. Of course, a night on any mountain wouldn’t do you much good.’

Mrs Myer suggested canasta. None of the children had ever played it before.

‘We’ll teach you,’ said Mr Myer. ‘You’ll enjoy it.’ He launched into a quick run-down of the rules, which confused them all.

‘Not to worry,’ he said at last. ‘Pick it up as we go along. Much the best way.’

Peter got up from the table. ‘I’d rather just watch,’ he said.

‘You come and sit beside me. I’ll see that you win,’ said Mr Myer.

‘No, thank you. I’d rather watch.’

‘Someone’s got to lose,’ said Michael, smiling but not quite enough.

‘I’m just not interested in cards,’ said Peter, moving over to the fireplace and inspecting the burning logs.

‘There are lots of books on those shelves over there,’ said Mrs Myer. ‘Local guidebooks and things which might interest you.’

‘I’ve got an uncle,’ said Emma, ‘who doesn’t like cards at all, but he never minds if other people get on and play if they want to. In fact he’d rather they did.’

Peter stood and watched the logs burn, and heard, with half his mind, the game get haltingly under way, encouraged loudly by Mr Myer.

He reached up and, very carefully, lifted down the glass ball. Now that he had been told, he could see that it was in fact a fisherman’s float. It was hollow – not solid as a crystal would be – and the glass was poor quality and flawed. All the weight seemed to be in the stone it was mounted on, which looked almost like quartz, only much darker in colour, and was rough and unpolished. It was more or less a cube, but didn’t look as if it had been shaped with much care, if at all. It was rather pleasant to hold, it fitted well into Peter’s hands. He looked down into the glass and saw the fire’s flames flickering. They began to hurt his eyes and he sat down on a low stool, with his back to the side of the mantelpiece and the ornament in his lap. Now he could see his own face, poorly reflected and convex. Just as he had let his hearing become blurred, so that the canasta game was reduced to a murmur, he now let his eyes drift out of focus, too. This was something he often did if he felt out of place in his surroundings.

Suddenly he realized that the face in the glass ball was no longer misty but very clear. There was a dark circle and a face, and it wasn’t his face at all, it was an old woman’s face. He was looking down into a well and reflected in the water at the bottom was the face of an old woman, with the moonlit sky behind her and the branch of a tree curving over her head. Then he realized that in fact it was he who was at the bottom of the well, looking up its dark shaft, and the old woman was at the top, bending over the rim and looking down at him. This sudden reversal of the picture made him dizzy and he looked up from the globe to give his eyes a chance to adjust. When he looked back he saw, once more, his own face, poorly reflected and convex.

He got up and put the float back where he had found it. His consciousness was once more filled with the seemingly interminable game of canasta, which had in fact only been going on for ten minutes. He looked at the four intent faces and decided he was not in the right company to talk about what had happened. He fetched a book, which made Mrs Myer smile, and sat with it open on his lap so that no one would interrupt him while he tried to think.


TWO

The next day there was fog. Not unusual for September, but it upset everybody rather, particularly Mrs Myer who was afraid her guests would be bored. Michael, in fact, was, and he persuaded the others that they should go for a walk regardless. ‘Not on to the moor in fog,’ said Mrs Myer. ‘You’ll think I’m just being fussy, but you will get lost and you’ll sink into a quagmire and what will I tell your parents?’ Emma told her not to worry. ‘We’ll keep to the lane,’ she said. ‘We’ll probably go down to the village.’

Muffled up against the white vapour, they left Mr Myer happily cataloguing his gardening catalogues and Mrs Myer baking what she called a country pie, which to most people would have looked rather like a steak-and-kidney pie.

They wandered along the lane, not speaking, and at the corner – the haunted corner – they stopped, all of them at once, as if they had agreed to. The leaves of the high hedges were wet and nothing else was visible – just the hedges and a short stretch of lane behind and before them. Michael kicked a stone which made a muted, muffled sound, as if it had been made soggy by the clinging dampness.

‘This is silly,’ said Emma, after a couple of minutes. ‘There wouldn’t be ghosts in broad daylight, surely?’

‘Not very broad,’ said Michael. ‘Rather narrow, I’d say.’

‘But surely only at night?’ said Emma. ‘Can’t we go on? It isn’t warm enough to stand about like this.’
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